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Improving Work and Life Balance:  Building a multilevel model of work-life balance 
focusing on group structure and relational job design 
 
 
 
 
One in five Australian workers believes that work doesn’t fit well with their family and social 
commitments. Concurrently, organisations are recognising that to stay competitive they need 
policies and practices that support the multiple aspects of employees’ lives. Many employees 
work in group environments yet there is currently little group level work-life balance 
research. This paper proposes a new theoretical framework developed to understand the 
design of work groups to better facilitate work-life balance. This new framework focuses on 
task and relational job designs, group structures and processes and workplace culture. 
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One in five Australian workers believe that work doesn’t fit well with their family, 
community, and social commitments (Pocock, Skinner & Ichii, 2009) and they are reporting 
feeling stressed and pressed for time (Australian Social Trends 2009).  Today’s workers 
juggle many competing responsibilities such as work, children, housework, volunteering, 
sports, spouse- and elderly parent-care and this juggling places stress on individuals, families 
and the communities in which they reside.  Increasingly sophisticated and affordable 
technologies further contribute to the blurring of work and life boundaries as employees are 
now able to complete their work using blackberries, smart phones, ipads, and laptops.   
 
Work and life balance refers to a state of harmony or equilibrium between work and 
life domains. Over the last two decades, there has been a quantum leap in the volume of 
scholarly inquiries into work and life balance that focus on the antecedents and consequences 
of this balance. The concept of work and life balance can best be understood as a satisfactory 
management of the multiple aspects in a person’s life, including work, family, community 
involvement, and sporting activity. (Clutterbuck, 2003, McLean & Lindorff, 2000; 
Greenhaus, Collin  & Shaw, 2003).  We define work-life balance as “a state in which a range 
of needs are met by allocating time to both work and life roles according to a combination of 
individual priorities and the demands of work and life” (Yule, Chang, Gudmundsson, & 
Sawang, 2012, p.54).    
 
The previous research on work and life balance has been mostly at the individual level, 
and to a lesser extent at the organisation and community level (Casper, Ebym Bordeaux, 
Lockwood & Lambert, 2007).  Despite the substantial growth in this research area, there has 
been little understanding developed on the impact of the individual’s immediate work context 
- the work group - on employee’s work and life balance (Bhave, Kramer, & Glomb, 2010; 
Casper et al., 2007).  Previous research has tended to take either a macro focus on the 
organisational/government policy and culture contexts, or else a micro focus on the 
individual.  We propose a new theoretical model to advance understanding of how work 
group design can facilitate individual employee’s work and life balance.  Specifically, this 
research project aims to: 
1. Clearly articulate the role of group factors in determining work-life balance 
2. Develop and test a multi-level model of factors affecting work-life balance which will 
allow us to target the most effective aspects to increase work-life balance. 
Group based inquiries into the work and life phenomena are important because a majority of 
organisations are structured with work groups and it is in this immediate social environment 
of groups that most individuals work (Bhave et al., 2010).  When this group level is 
overlooked, our understanding of work and life balance issues is based on only part of the 
story for a large number of people and workplaces. The introduction and uptake of work-life 
balance policies in many Australian organisations is much lower than expected (see for 
example De Cieri, Holmes, Abbott & Pettit 2005). This lack of understanding of the group 
level may partly explain why this problem is occurring. Our current solutions and 
interventions for work and life balance are likely not comprehensive enough.  Understanding 
the impact of the group level structure and process factors on work-life balance enables the 
integration of organisational policies and culture into the employees’ immediate work 
environment to better support the management of work and non-work demands.  Given that 
62% of the employees were expected to work with teams in different locations by 2011 
(Cognizant & Economist Intelligence Unit, 2009), this enhanced understanding is crucial. 
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Theoretical Framework 
 
Figure 1 below illustrates the expected relationships at the multiple levels with work-life 
balance. This hypothesised model builds on published theoretical and empirical literature and 
empirical work by the research team.  It is designed to provide insight into relationships 
between group design and work-life balance.  Furthermore, the model articulates how group 
design moderates the impact of organizational policies and cultures on work-life balance.  
Note that much of the model is based on close correlates of work-life balance such as work 
and family conflict and work and family enrichment. Work-life balance is a relatively newer 
conceptualisation as scholars recognize the needs of all people in the workplace, most of 
whom have multiple aspects in their lives beyond work and family.  Further, there is 
recognition of the growing diversity of family structures represented in the workforce, 
including dual-earner couples, single parents, blended families, employees with elder care 
responsibilities and the increasing number of people choosing to live alone (Parasuraman and 
Greenhaus, 2002; Greenhaus et al., 2003) who may not have a ‘family’ in the traditional 
sense. Work-life balance research is interested in this striving for balance as all employees 
work to juggle their multiple work and non-work needs. The proposed contribution of the 
group level factors (highlighted in grey) is the focus for this research.  Each of these levels 
will now be discussed, but more detailed explanation will be provided for the group level 
factors in the model as they are the most innovative part of this proposal.   
The way jobs are designed at the group level and how people interact within their immediate 
workgroup are proposed in our model as the significant elements to investigate. We will now 
present these job design issues at the group level focussing first on the traditional approach to 
job design and then a newer approach which includes relational aspects (which will be a 
focus of our group level investigation). 
 
 
 
Figure 1. The Proposed Multi-Level Model 
Group Level 
Moderators 
culture (co-worker 
support, coworker 
consequencies) 
Organizational Level 
Life Friendly Policies 
Supervisory Support 
Career Consequnces 
Individual work and life 
balance 
Individual 
work and family 
demand 
skill variety, task 
identity, task 
significance, autonomy 
and feedback 
Relational Architech 
Group Level 
Group Level WLB 
Group Social Support 
 
group resources (task and 
social cohesion, trust, 
potency ) 
Design (received task 
interdependencies, 
redudancy) 
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Traditional Job Design 
An enrichment perspective on work-life balance posits that activity in one domain may 
actually enrich experiences in the other domain (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006).  This 
perspective proposes that resources such as skill, values and psychological benefits gained 
from participation in one role may directly or indirectly promote and enhance performance in 
another role.  The job characteristics model by Hackman and Oldham (1980) asserted that 
increases in skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy and feedback enriches 
jobs and increases employees’ experienced job meaningfulness.  Butler, Grzywacz, Bass and 
Linney (2005) discuss the job characteristics that are included in the demands-control model 
(Karasek, 1979) which suggests that a combination of low decision latitude and high job 
demands increases job strain.  Butler et al looked at 46 dual-earner couples and reported that 
greater job demands and less control was associated with more work-to-family conflict.  In 
line with both the demand-control-support model and the role theory, we hypothesized that an 
increase in job meaningfulness, autonomy and feedback will increase work-life balance. 
Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between job meaningfulness, autonomy and 
feedback and work-life balance. 
A new approach: Relational Job Design  
Relational job design has been recently proposed to capture the influence of work “context” 
(including group) on employee motivations (Grant, 2007).  This perspective extends our 
understanding of job design beyond the task related aspects, and into the relationship aspects 
of a job role; thus enabling managers and organisations to focus on better designing the 
relational environment of individual employees to enhance work-life balance. The theory 
asserts that the ‘‘relational architecture’’--namely ‘‘impact on beneficiaries’’ and ‘‘contact 
with beneficiaries’’-- of the workplace influences workers’ interpersonal relationships and 
connections with beneficiaries of the work.  Beneficiaries are those people a worker believes 
to be affected by his or her work, and they can be either internal or external to the workplace. 
The employer can design the relational architecture of the workplace as a means of 
motivating workers, thereby putting in place the conditions that motivate workers to care 
about making a prosocial difference by helping others.  For example, positive feedback from 
many grateful customers will increase the satisfaction and motivation for technical support 
staff. Applying this new theory to job design we hypothesize that an increase in contacts with 
beneficiaries and impact on beneficiaries will increase an employee’s work-life balance.  This 
approach necessitates an examination from the group level as it is no longer sufficient to 
simply look at the individual. 
Hypothesis 2:  There will be a positive relationship between an employee’s relational 
architecture and his/her work-life balance. 
Group Level Factors 
In addition to task and relational job design, employee’s immediate work environments (i.e. 
work teams) also play important roles in shaping one’s work-life balance.  For example, a 
tech support officer is more likely to achieve balance if he/she works in a team that values 
work-life balance.  Scholarly research on group level factors has only begun to emerge in the 
work-life balance literature just as they are only beginning to emerge in the job design 
literature. Bhave et al. (2010) applied the Social Information Processing Theory (Salancik & 
Pfeffer, 1978) and argued that an individual’s perception of his/her work and family conflict 
is influenced by environmental cues, such as values, work requirements, and expectations 
from the social environment.  Bhave et al. (2010) surveyed over 2400 university staff and 
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reported that group level work and family conflict (WFC) had a positive influence on 
individual employees’ WFC.  Furthermore, they observed that group level influence is 
buffered by group social support.   
 
Hypothesis 3: The group level of work-life balance is positively related to the level of work-
life balance of a focal individual in a work group. 
Hypothesis 4:  Work group work-life balance has a stronger influence on individual work-life 
balance for individuals who receive higher social support from their work group. 
 
In other words, a tech support officer is going to have the highest level of balance if he or she 
works in a team where the team members show high level of work-life balance themselves 
and provide good support to other team members to assist their achievement of work-life 
balance.   
 
Hunter et al. (2010) utilized the Resource–Gain–Development model (Wayne, Grzywacz, 
Carlson, & Kacmar, 2007) to explain how group resources contribute to enrichment and 
resulting project and family satisfaction.  Resources are defined as characteristics of the 
environment that assist the individuals to address demands, achieve goals and/or personal 
growth.  Hunter et al. (2010) surveyed MBA and other university students and found that 
group member similarities and familiarities and group cohesion acted as group resources that 
increase work to family and family to work enrichment, which in term leads to project and 
family satisfaction.     
 
Hypothesis 5:  Group resources will have a positive relationship with work-life balance.  
  
The two empirical studies presented above provide a good starting point for examining group 
level contributors to work-life balance.  However, there is a large literature on group 
dynamics that are largely neglected in the work-life balance literature.  In addition to the 
above mentioned input and processes factors, we focus on the influence of group design and 
group culture in our new model because these factors can be targeted to better plan 
employees work environment to enhance work-life balance.   
 
Group Design: Task Interdependence, Redundancy and Autonomy 
Group design refers to those features of group task and structure that can be directly 
manipulated by managers to enhance work group effectiveness.  Group level autonomy and 
task interdependence are considered two of the important design factors (Cohen & Bailey, 
1997).   Group member interdependence is typically considered a desired characteristic of 
high performing teams. It has been found to positively affect the level of cooperation and 
collaboration within a team, conflict management, member satisfaction, and team 
performance (Van der Vegt & Van de Vliert, 2002).  At the group level, task interdependence 
is defined as the degree to which the interaction and coordination of group members are 
required to complete tasks (Guzzo & Shea, 1992).  On the one hand, higher level of task 
interdependence can lead to stronger group identity and cohesion, and thus emotional and 
instrumental support to members for the achievement of balance.  On the other hand, strong 
interdependence may decrease autonomy and schedule flexibility which in turn decreases the 
ability to balance work and life.   
 
Distinction has been made between “received” and “initiated” interdependence.  Initiated task 
interdependence assesses “the degree to which one employee feels that others rely upon him 
or her to accomplish their work” (Doerr et al., 2004, p. 913).  Received task interdependence 
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refers to “the extent to which a person in a particular job is affected by the workflow from 
one or more other jobs” (Kiggundu, 1983; p. 501).  Early studies of coal mines found that that 
employee morale, productivity, absenteeism, and health were better when an individual 
initiated work for his peers to complete rather than received work from his peers (Trist & 
Bamford, 1951).   Researchers found initiated interdependence to be positively related to the 
affective positive work and personal outcomes, received task interdependence have been 
found to have negative impacts but the evidence was less consistent (Taggar & Hanes, 2006).  
We reason that the effect of “initiated” interdependence depends on the level of redundancies 
designed into the group (Doerr et al., 2004).  For example, a group member is more likely to 
go to work sick if he or she feels that others are depending on him/her and that there is no one 
else who can act in his/her position.  On the other hand, a group member is more likely to 
take sick leave if the group has less task interdependence or if there are other group members 
able to fill his/her role. 
 
Hypothesis 6:  Initiated task interdependence has a positive relationship with group 
resources. 
Hypothesis 7:  Initiated task interdependence interacts with redundancies such that high task 
interdependence increases work-life balance via an increase of group resources when 
redundancies are high.  Initiated task interdependence decreases work-life balance when 
redundancies are low. 
 
In contrast, an individual’s high received task interdependence may decrease control and 
decision latitude thus increase negative affect and personal outcome.  This may also impact 
negatively on an individual’s work-life balance. 
 
Hypothesis 8:  Received task interdependence has a negative relationship with work-life 
balance.    
 
Group work and life balance culture  
Work-life balance can be enhanced by good task and relational job design (H1&H2), high 
team resources and initiated interdependencies among team members (H5&H7).  These 
positive contributors can only lead to the desirable level of balance if they are supported by 
life friendly group and organisational culture.  Thompson, Beauvais and Lyness (1999) first 
proposed a model for work-family balance culture at the organisational level. They defined 
this culture as “the shared assumptions, beliefs, and values regarding the extent to which an 
organisation supports and values the integration of employees’ work and family lives” 
(pg394). This is conceptually similar to definitions of organisational culture (eg Chatman and 
Jehn’s (1994) definition: ‘widely shared and strongly held values’ pg 524) but with a specific 
focus on aspects relevant to an ability to balance work and family. It refers to the 
organisational context factors relevant to work and family balance. These factors are usually 
considered at the organisational level, although sometimes subcultures exist at the lower 
department (or equivalent) level.  McDonald, Brown and Bradley (2005) proposed an 
extended conceptualisation, building upon the work of Thompson et al. They propose 
examining factors of non-work beyond just family, and they propose two extra factors of 
importance. Thompson et al proposed 3 factors; management support – which subsequent 
research suggests is two dimensions: organisational and management support - time demands 
and perceived negative career consequences. McDonald et al propose including gender 
expectations and co-worker support. Bradley, Brown, Lingard, Townsend & Bailey (2010) 
propose one final element – co-worker consequences – as an important part of the work-life 
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balance culture. If one worker using flexible arrangements leads to negative outcomes for a 
co-worker, they are less likely to feel comfortable using the arrangement. 
 
Cultural elements of importance at the group level include aspects such as co-worker support 
and co-worker consequences. Both of these act as both a resource and pressure to not only 
directly influence employee’s level of balance, but also mediate the influence of higher level 
factors (such as the “perceived” availability of life friendly policies and supervisory support).  
For example, a work group that sanctions the practice of work from home may prohibit a 
group member from engaging in such practices despite the availability of a formal flexible 
work place policy.  Co-worker support and co-worker consequences are cultural factors to 
which the immediate work group signifciantly contributes.  This may occur directly through 
workers needing direct help from supervisors, co-workers and the organisation – such as 
filling in for an absence – or through feelings and perceptions. For example, a study by Kirby 
and Krone (2002) found that women who utilised some work-family friendly policies felt 
resentment from co-workers. A recent meta-analysis by Kossek et al (in press) examined data 
from over 70,000 employees in 85 studies. They looked at different kinds of workplace 
support. Their findings show that specific supervisor and organsational support that relates to 
work and family is more strongly related to the conflict experienced between work and 
family than non-specfic support. It is therefore important to examine cultural support 
dimensions that are specifc to work and non-work.  Co-worker support specifically is an 
under-researched area. The previously mentioned meta-analysis could not include specific 
data about co-worker support as there were too few samples in the literature (Kossek et al., in 
press)   
 
H9: co-worker and supervisor support within a group specifically related to work-life 
balance will be positively related to work-life balance 
H10: negative co-worker consequences will be related to work-life balance of the indivual 
within the group 
H11:  co-worker support within a group moderates the relationship between group resources, 
group initiated interdepedence and work-life balance. 
 
Individual and Organisational Factors 
Finally, organisational and individual level contributors are drawn from the current work-life 
balance literature to demonstrate how group level factors mediate the influence of 
organisational and individual contributors. By far the most common explanation for the 
nature of the relationship between work and life is derived from the perspective of role theory 
(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985).  Role theory is generally discussed from two perspectives: the 
scarcity and the enrichment perspectives (the enrichment perspective was discussed above). 
The scarcity perspective assumes that individuals have a fixed amount of psychological and 
physiological resources to expend on their role performance. Thus, involvement in multiple 
roles can impair one’s functioning due to conflicting demands on these resources, or 
incompatible behaviours among roles (Gutek, Searles, & Klepa, 1991). 
In line with the scarcity perspective, the Demand-Control-Support model (Johnson & Hall, 
1988) argued that job demand can increase the level of strain experienced by an employee, 
while control and social support buffered the negative impact of demands. There is a large 
body of literature supporting the negative relationships between individual and family 
demands and work-life balance. While this hypothesis is already established in the literature, 
it is added to the model for completeness.  
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Hypothesis 12: There is a negative relationship between work and family demands and work-
life balance. 
At the organisational policy level, life friendly policies can be broadly categorized into carer’s 
facilities, flexible work scheduling, flexible alternative working arrangements, and offsite 
working options (Yuile et al., 2012).  While family friendly policies generally appear successful 
when utilised, research has identified that there is often a resistance by employees to take-up 
family friendly policies. This has prompted researchers to posit reasons for why some employees 
are reluctant to use these policies (Bailyn, 1993; Williams, 2000). Previous research found the 
importance of life friendly culture in facilitating employees utilization of life family policies.  Our 
previous discussion of group culture illustrated the role of group culture in enhancing or 
diminishing the positive effect of life friendly policies.  Similar arguments can be made about 
organisational culture.   
 
Hypothesis 13: Supervisory and co-worker support within a group, and career and coworker 
consequencies moderates the relationship between organisational life friendly policies and 
work-life balance. 
 
Conclusion 
This paper proposes a new theoretical framework for understand the impact of work group 
design on work-life balance, and how the group level factors mediate the influence of 
organizational policies and culture on work and life balance. Being able to balance work 
and non-work roles is strongly linked to positive outcomes for both individuals and 
organisations. These benefits include life satisfaction, mental and physical health and 
organisational retention and performance. This new theoretical framework addresses 
previously overlooked approaches to work and life balance interventions to better enable 
employees and organisations to get the benefits from improved work and life balance. 
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